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Pen and Inkwell
Monogrammed and dated, lower right, f. B. / 78 _ 8.bre, and inscribed, upper right, 2 / Le fils
Black chalk on buff paper
165 x 125 mm 

This drawing of the artist’s inkwell and pen belongs to a group of studies, all executed in 
charcoal on buff paper, of everyday objects Bonvin made from October to December 1878 
in his new flat in rue des Coches in St. Germain. He had moved there in August. Other 
known sheets from this series include a teapot, a coffeepot, and a mortar. Although small 
in format, all these drawings are highly finished, signed, dated, and numbered, possibly, as 
Gabriel Weisberg has suggested, in view of a future publication in an album.1 

1  A. Berès (et al.), François Bonvin, the master of the “Realist School” 1817-1887, exhibition catalogue,  
The Frick Art and Historical Center, Pittsburgh, cat. nos. 88-90, all illustrated. 
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The Vestal Virgin Tuccia proving her Innocence
Black chalk, pen and brown ink, grey and brown wash, with brown ink framing lines
370 x 510 mm
Provenance: Private collection, Paris

Considered by Johann Joachim Winckelmann a “painter of great talent and highly gifted,” 
and by the historian Luigi Lanzi a “good draughtsman,” Niccolò Ricciolini was a leading 
member of a late Roman baroque dynasty of painters.1 Among the most highly esteemed 
artists of his generation, he worked also an engraver, sculptor, and architectural scholar. He 
was the son and pupil of the painter Michelangelo Ricciolini, and father of Michelangelo 
Maria Ricciolini. He received numerous prestigious commissions in Rome, most notably for 
St. Peter’s, as well as in various other locations in Lazio, Tuscany, Umbria, and the Marches. 
His patrons included both religious orders and the leading families of the period, such as the 
Albani, Barberini, Colonna, Orsini, and Ottoboni families. In 1702-03, aged 15-16, he won 

1 J. J. Winckelmann, Il bello dell’arte, Turin, 1983, p. 86; L. Lanzi, Storia pittorica dell’Italia (1795-1796) (ed. M. Capucci), Florence, 
1968 (1809), vol. I, p. 392.
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three competitions at the Accademia di San Luca, testifying to his precocious talent as a 
draughtsman. In 1719 he was elected a Virtuoso at the Pantheon and in 1721 an Academician 
of San Luca.

His relatively rare drawings are preserved in several major public collections, such as the 
Uffizi, the British Museum, Windsor Castle, the Accademia di San Luca, the Istituto 
Nazionale per la Grafica, Rome, the Metropolitan Museum of Art, and the Martin-von-
Wagner-Museum at Würzburg.2 While some of the drawings in these collections are 
connected with known paintings by the artist others have been attributed to him on the 
basis of style. The present drawing belongs to the latter category and will be published by the 
present author in a forthcoming essay dedicated to the drawings by Ricciolini. 

Ricciolini’s pen style is fairly easily recognizable, most notably by its segmented outlines, 
clearly visible in the figures and draperies, the faces, objects and architectural elements. This 
characteristic technique is complemented, more in the non-religious than religious subjects, 
by strongly Cortonesque compositions, which, however, neither betray the classical and 
enduring influence of Carlo Maratti, the teacher of the father Michelangelo, something that 
is evident in all of Niccolò’s works. 

Different from his early works preserved at the Accademia di San Luca, this drawing belongs 
to the artist’s maturity, datable to the 1760s or 1770s. This is evident by comparison with two 
drawings from the Uffizi, thus far unpublished, signed and dated 1763 and 1764, respectively, 
one of which is a study for the painting in the Sala dei Fasti Colonna in the Palazzo Barberini, 
Rome.3 The anatomies and shape of the figures, their gestures and expressions, the manner 
in which they are arranged correspond closely with those in this drawing. The broken, 
and often reinforced, pen lines, the shadows in wash and the fine under drawing in black 
chalk reveal the same hand, as does the careful disposition of the figures and the overall 
composition, which appears crowded but where every element supports the narrative. 
Another closely related sheet is in the Martin-von-Wagner-Museum, Würzburg, showing 
Cincinnatus leaving the Plow for the Roman dictatorship.4 The composition of the present 
drawing also recalls those of other well known paintings by the artist, such as the Resurrection 
of Lazarus, today at the Museo del Barocco Romano at Ariccia.5 

In this drawing, Ricciolini tried his hand at a relatively rare though not unknown subject in 
Italian Renaissance and Baroque art, with extant depictions by Mantegna and Polidoro da 
Caravaggio, up to Maratti and his contemporary Trevisani, who exerted some influence over 
our artist and who was also the uncle of Ricciolini’s wife. The legendary Tuccia, priestess 

2 See M. B. Guerrieri Borsoi, “Contributi allo studio di Niccolò Ricciolini,” in Bollettino d’arte, 73, 1988, 50/51, pp. 161-85; idem, 
“Un disegno inedito di Niccolò Ricciolini,” in Bollettino d’arte, 74, 1989, 58, pp. 67-68; V. Casale, “La dinastia dei pittori Ricciolini,” 
in Dal disegno all’opera compiuta, proceeds of the conference (Torgiano, 1987), Perugia, 1992, pp. 171-91; S. Morét, Römische 
Barockzeichnungen im Martin-von-Wagner-Museum der Universität Würzburg, Regensburg, 2012, cat. nos. 342-44, illustrated.

3 One shows Cardinal Giuseppe Colonna as a prisoner of the Turks, the other a Cardinal following the Construction of a Building.
4 Morét, op. cit., cat. no. 342, illustrated.
5 V. Casale e F. Petrucci (ed.), Il Museo del barocco romano. La Collezione Lemme a Palazzo Chigi in Ariccia, exhibition catalogue, 

Palazzo Chigi, Ariccia, 2007, cat. no. 57.

http://aleph.mpg.de:80/F/KYP52VECLP4BH16X92IKMH4NA9Q4UGHIP1569RMY5NX6M9APC1-27820?func=full-set-set&set_number=397074&set_entry=000002&format=999
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of Vesta the goddess of the hearth, home and family, was accused of breaking her vow of 
chastity. Her story is reported by various Roman authors, among which were Dionysius of 
Halicarnassus, Livy, Valerius Maximus, Pliny, and Plutarch. The punishment for this type of 
crime for the Vestal virgins, who could not be put to death by mere human hands, was for 
them to be buried alive in a grave and left to die. Tuccia, however, was offered to prove her 
Innocence by completing an impossible task, to fetch water from the Tiber in a sieve and 
bring it to the temple of Vesta.

The drawing shows the moment when Tuccia succeeds at carrying water in a sieve to the 
temple, to the great surprise not only of the high priest on the left but also to the men, 
women, and Roman soldiers around her. The cult of Vesta was closely tied to the foundation 
of Rome, according to which the mother of Romulus and Remus, Rea Silvia, was a Vestal 
virgin at Albalonga. That explains why the drawing shows in the foreground, in addition to 
the allegory of the River Tiber on the right, the two twins playing with the she-wolf. Tuccia 
represents the symbol of chastity and is shown as such in Cesare Ripa’s Iconologia. Works 
of this subject were often linked to a female member of the patron’s family, or otherwise 
included in more comprehensive cycles of Roman history.

Francesco Grisolia

http://it.wikipedia.org/wiki/Albalonga

